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Introduction 
In this paper I examine the way in which difference and disadvantage in general, and racialised 
difference in particular, are incorporated in the theorising of feminists who use poststructural theory in 
education.  I begin by reviewing research on gender reform projects in Australian schools, to reveal the 
limitations of theoretical and practical strategies used to guide such projects.  I then turn to an 
examination of some of the central concepts of poststructural feminist theory.  Following from this, I 
critique the ways in which racialised difference, one of the multiple differences named by poststructural 
feminists, is incorporated in their own texts, and advocate caution in the use of poststructural theory by 
feminists working for gender reform in education.i 
 
Over the last two decades feminists in education have argued that a fair and just curriculum for all 
Australians must be inclusive of the interests of girls.  In the 1970s and 1980s feminist concerns for a 
just and fair curriculum focussed on equal access and outcomes for girls in schooling.  During this period 
feminists were concerned about the accrued disadvantages of low post-compulsory schooling retention 
rates for girls.  In school, girls were often marginalised by disciplines traditionally perceived as 
masculine and of high status, such as science, technology, mathematics and physical education.  In 
higher education, women were concentrated in the humanities, education and social science disciplines.  
The concentration of women in these subjects meant that they entered traditionally `feminine' jobs in the 
workplace, such as teaching, social work and nursing, and consequently received lower wages than their 
male peers.  Aiming to equalise power relations between women and men, feminists focussed on 
challenging gender segregation in education.  Consequently the 1970s and 1980s was a time of 
contesting the social relationships within schools, to make these institutions more inclusive of girls.  
Teachers were advised to pay equal attention to girls in the classroom, to develop sexual harassment 
policies, and to encourage girls to enter traditionally male-dominated disciplines, such as mathematics, 
science, technology and physical education. 
 
In the 1990s, feminist attention centres on curricula inclusive of `different' and `disadvantaged' girls and 
boys in education (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1995; Gilbert, 1995; Tsolidis, 1990, 1993; Yates, 1993).  In 
addition, feminists are rewriting curricula so that they are more inclusive of the interests of girls.  
Classroom teachers and policy writers are urged to incorporate gender perspectives across the 
curriculum.  Incorporating a gender perspective across the key learning areas of English, Studies in 
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Society and Environment, and Arts, for example, suggests that teachers and students will critically 
analyse the ways in which women and girls are represented and/or silenced in texts.  Students will also 
be expected to analyse how specific femininities and masculinities are socially constructed, and how 
these constructions change over time.  Students may also be expected to envisage alternative ways of 
constructing gendered identities in discourse and practice. 
 
In the nineties, as the gains made by `girls and women' in educational access, participation and outcomes 
equal and in some cases exceed those of their male counterpartsii, feminists are strategically shifting the 
focus of their attention, and examining the ways in which institutional discourses construct a gendered 
division of labour which disadvantages not only `white, middle class girls' but all `others' outside the 
dominant constructions of Australian masculinity.  They have shifted their orientation from educational 
access and outcome issues to the social construction of gender, difference and disadvantage.  
 
Negotiating the Politics of Gender Reform in the Classroom 
Recent studies on gender reform in Australian schools (from preschool to tertiary) indicate that teachers 
draw from theories of liberal (sex role theory) and/or cultural feminism (valuing femaleness) in 
designing curricula and learning environments (see, for example, Gore, 1993; Hallam, 1993; Kenway et 
al, 1994; Luke, 1992b).  Gender reform practices, although varied, tend to focus on changing sexist 
language, raising awareness about gender differences particularly in the areas of mathematics, science 
and technology, presenting students with competent female role models in curriculum, pedagogy and 
career selection, and eliminating sexual harassment and male violence through single-sex classrooms and 
safe areas (Hallam, 1993; Kenway et al, 1994; Gore, 1993). 
 
These strategies tend to blame girls for inequality in schooling.  Thus to be feminine is negative and 
disabling, and in need of special care and support; girls are seen as the helpless and passive victims of 
masculine aggression.  While Hallam (1993) and Kenway et al (1993, 1994) examine gender reform 
practices in the primary and secondary schools, Gore (1992, 1993) and Luke (1992a, 1994) examine 
feminist and radical pedagogies in tertiary level teacher education courses.  According to Gore (1993), 
gender equity is integrated within existing courses in university Education faculties, often by drawing on 
modernist theories of second wave feminism in which `woman' is constructed as the victim of the evil 
patriarchy.  Furthermore, she contends that radical pedagogies which explicitly claim to liberate and 
empower all students through critical inquiry do not take into account the conditions within which girls 
and women live out their daily lives (see also Luke, 1992b, 1994).  Historically, critical theory has been 
developed by men, and serves the interests of the public speech community of men.  Luke (1992b) 
argues that simply telling women that they can be liberated by entering this speech community fails to 
take account of the ways in which women have been historically, culturally and socially silenced within 
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public speech communities.  If educators are to promote women's emancipation, they must re-structure 
the public speech communities of the West which currently privilege masculine language practices.  
 
This corpus of feminist research also indicates that gender reform practices are often resisted, sometimes 
aggressively, by university educators, school teachers and students.  Resistance ranges in form from 
personal attacks, including attacks on the sexuality, appearance and work practices of feminist teachers, 
to apathy and lack of interest and involvement.  Generally, girls tend to resist feminist reforms if they are 
authoritarian and moralising in style, critical of girls' leisure pursuits, and/or presented in co-educational 
classrooms.  Girls are more receptive to feminist pedagogies that are attractively packaged (e.g., include 
music, drama and/or games) and are presented in single-sex classrooms.  
 
In summary, analysis of gender reform practices reveals that many girls and teachers are alienated from, 
and therefore resist, the strategies used to change the gendered structure of the school environment.  It 
has been suggested that resistance to change may be due to the exclusionary understandings of gender 
within particular feminist theories and strategies (see Kenway et al, 1994; Hallam, 1993).  That is, the 
interests of different girls - immigrant or working class, for example - are not taken into account in 
current gender reform perspectives.  
 
Feminist educators conclude that these difficulties in gender reform practices can be overcome through 
better theory, preferably of the poststructural variety.  Poststructural feminist theory with its "expectation 
of tension, ambiguity, instability, contestation and resistance" is presented as the answer to effective 
gender reform practice (Kenway et al, 1994:197).  Such theory, it is suggested, will help teachers deal 
adequately with the complexity of "human communication and subjectivity", and different "femininities 
and masculinities" (Kenway et al, 1994:196; see also Davies, 1989, 1993; Gore, 1993; Hallam, 1993; 
Gilbert & Gilbert, 1995; Luke, 1995). 
 
Feminist Poststructuralism in Australia 
There are two particular concerns for feminists who embrace poststructuralism in the educational 
literature (see, for example, Davies, 1989; Gilbert, 1989a, 1989b; Gilbert & Taylor, 1991; Luke, 1992a; 
Gore, 1993; Kenway et al, 1993, 1994; Walkerdine, 1990).  One is to develop a theory of subjectivity as 
gendered, non-unitary, non-essentialist, contradictory and socially produced through positioning in 
different narratives or storylines.  The other is to produce critical feminist or deconstructive readings of 
meta-narratives to show how these exclude, silence or `other' women and girls through naturalising 
practices (McLeod, 1993).  As educators pursue these objectives they are engaging in research which 
characteristically 
(a) takes some kind of sceptical position towards the relationship between language and reality; 
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and/or (b) understands discourse/language not just as a reflection of `the social', but as deeply 
implicated in the constitution of the social and cultural world; and/or (c) considers `meaning' to be 
ambiguous, contested, shifting, and never finally resolvable by recourse to an `external' world of 
objects and certainties (MacLure, 1994:283). 
 
Discourse is a central notion in research of this type.  Discourses are understood as institutionalised use 
of language and language-like sign systems operating at the disciplinary, the political, the cultural and 
the small-group level (Davies & Harre, 1990:45).  They can develop around a specific topic, such as 
gender, race or class.  In addition, discourses can compete with each other or they can create distinct and 
incompatible versions of reality.  Discourses do not identify or describe objects, knowledge and people; 
they constitute and regulate them, and in the practice of doing so, conceal their own invention (Weedon, 
1987).  
 
Dominant discourses are under constant challenge in institutional locations.  The lack of discursive unity 
and uniformity means that individuals, whom educational policies seek to govern, have available to them 
- at least potentially - the discursive means to resist the implications of existing social policies.  
Resistance and contestation is possible because particular discourses offer more than one subject 
position.  While a discourse will offer a preferred form of subjectivity, its very organisation will imply 
the existence of other subject positions and the possibility of resistance or reversal. 
 
Within poststructural feminist theory, the construction of subjectivity is not merely a simple process of 
taking up positions in various discourses.  The taking up of subject positions is negotiated through 
power/knowledge relations.  Power is not possessed by a single group (white European males) or a 
single institution (the ruling class).  It is not dispersed from a centre (a monolithic, faceless, capitalist 
state), and it is not primarily repressive (Kenway et al, 1994).   Power is exercised as discourses 
constitute and govern individual subjects, and as it structures relations between different subjects within 
discourse (Weedon, 1987).  
 
Poststructuralists focus on deconstructing subjectivity.  They determine what it is that has had to be 
subjugated to produce a particular identity.  Kenway et al (1994) identify deconstruction as a promising 
principle for feminist curriculum reform.  Defining feminist deconstructive pedagogies broadly as 
practice by which teachers and students probe the constructedness of gender, they recommend that 
curricula address such phenomena as  
the apparently natural organisation of work in the paid work force, the home and in civic life and the 
apparently natural but deeply political notions of choice, and the separation of public and private 
spaces (Kenway et al, 1994:201-202). 
 
In deconstructing gender, girls need to engage not only in a process of `re-visioning' their life prospects, 
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but also of `re-envisaging' themselves as `actors' in gender politics (Kenway et al, 1993).  However, 
Kenway et al (1994:203) warn that feminist analyses have in the past been critical and thereby 
destructive of texts which give girls pleasure.  In order to avoid resistance to feminisms, teachers need to 
extend the range of girls' fantasies by working "with and, just as importantly, through their pleasures and 
desires; helping them to understand how female pleasures and desires are constructed, and how to use 
these in their own and other females' interests."  Through poststructuralism, feminist teachers are 
encouraged to develop curricula and pedagogy which will position girls as "critical and playful agents 
[who] continually and disruptively [operate] within and outside of old and new positionings" (Kenway et 
al, 1994:206).  In addition, feminist pedagogy must be `nurturant or therapeutic' so that it is attentive to 
the difficulties that girls experience with aspects of feminism. 
 
Poststructural feminisms are based on a social justice ideal which valorises voice in the interests of all 
girls in education, and at the same time claims to attend to the differences and multiplicities of girls' 
specific locations and positions, defining these as different femininities.   However, by prioritising 
gender or sexist oppression as the principal oppressive force, and relegating other forms of oppression 
into secondary categories, poststructural feminists continue to alienate many girls and women.  In the 
1990s, issues of racism are central, not secondary, to the concerns of many girls and women as they 
negotiate the historical construction of dominant Australian identity as racially `White'.  To suggest, as 
poststructural feminists tend to do, that race and ethnicity can be treated as "sorts of axes" (Kenway et al, 
1994:191) or, "if they can be used at all ... simply used as aids in mapping the range of discursive 
practices that children have available to them" (Davies, 1989:23), is to alienate many women from the 
feminist emancipatory project.  
 
Analysing the Power/Knowledge Relations of Racialised Difference within the Logic of 
Poststructural Feminisms 
I propose that by focussing on "repairing the friction between white women and `other women'", 
Australian poststructural feminists often end up appropriating the `other' in the interests of their own 
agenda (Ang, 1995:61).  Poststructural theory, as currently used by feminists in education, does not 
accommodate what Kenway et al (1993:74-75) call "the complex and multi-dimensional qualities of 
girlhood", nor does it provide "different feminisms ... for different circumstances."   Poststructural 
feminisms are based on the myth that the dominant form of oppression for all women is gender, and on 
the belief that sexism is experienced similarly by all women, despite racial, ethnic and other differences 
amongst them. 
  
By means of a variety of `linguistic acrobatics' (Luke, 1992a), poststructural feminisms hail or 
interpellate the `voice of difference and disadvantage' into a discourse of common, universal gendered 
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oppression, and in this way erase other differences of oppression (Bannerji, 1987, 1992).  The trouble 
with using poststructural reparation strategies is that they do not "fully [confront] the 
incommensurability of the difference" within feminisms (Ang, 1995:61).  From their positions in 
discourses which prioritise gender, poststructural feminists can only hear experiences of racism and 
racialised relations as variations on the theme of sexism or gendered oppression. 
 
The desire to deal with and incorporate difference is central to the poststructural feminist project.  For 
poststructuralists, `difference' does not refer to the binary oppositions of modernism.  It does not 
represent a relation of negativity between, for example, male and female or black and white.   Rather, it 
has a multiplicity of other meanings.  `Difference' is used by poststructuralists to denote the different 
temporal and spatial speaking locations of the subject (Kenway et al, 1994; Davies, 1989; Walkerdine, 
1990), as well as the different and contradictory discourses within which a subject may simultaneously 
be positioned (Kenway et al, 1994; Gilbert, 1995), and to suggest that there are similarities as well as 
dissimilarities in the way that women and `other' men are colonised by modernity (Luke & Gore, 1992).  
For example, Luke and Gore (1992:196) propose: 
The politics of difference rationalized by the western phallocentric order subjugates not only women 
in general as well as women marked by particular differences, but men outside the normative 
(white heterosexual) representation of "inside".  The vision of the normative human subject has 
authorized not only sexist discourses and practices, but extends its rule across multiple dimensions 
of difference that cut across gender difference: from race, ethnicity, sexuality to religion, 
nationality, ability, and so forth.  The exclusions and subjugations women experience under 
patriarchal and sexist discourses are in many ways not that dissimilar from the personal and 
structural discrimination many men of color or gay men experience within that same regime. 
 
Poststructural feminist theorising fails to differentiate between difference as socially and historically 
produced - that is, the concept of `other' - and difference in terms of the variety of femininities and 
speaking positions available to white middle class women.  By conflating these two theorisations of 
difference, poststructural feminist theory elides the differences of women who are the `other' of middle 
class Anglo-Celtic women - that is, Indigenous, Third World immigrant, non-English speaking 
background, working class, unemployed, lesbian, and homeless girls and women.  The agency positions 
of `critical and playful femininities' available to middle class Anglo-Celtic women are not available to 
other women.  Moreover, racialised discourses position Indigenous and Third World immigrant women 
in Australia as sexually promiscuous, infantile or 'too traditional' (Ram, 1993).  The femininity and 
sexuality of `coloured' women is not exclusively constructed by patriarchy.  Black women's social 
identity is also constructed in relation to white middle class femininity.  Historically, white middle class 
women have excluded working class, non-British immigrant (Tsolidis, 1993) and Indigenous women 
(Yeatman, 1993) from the gains and benefits of feminist movements.  Within this racialised historical 
context the signifiers of `whiteness' and `colour' are neither fixed or static; rather, they are ambiguous 
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and shifting (Perera, 1992).  In other words, the meaning of the `black' or `coloured' body may change in 
different social and historical contexts.  Historically the discourse of terra nullius has constructed the 
indigenous body as not-human.  Signifying the body in this way has real material consequences for those 
who have been so named and represented.  
 
This racist legacy lives on, long after racist policies and legislation have been repealed and discourses of 
inclusion and `difference within women' have been invoked in the research of contemporary Australian 
poststructural feminism(s).  For example, Kenway et al (1993:71) attempt to account for difference 
amongst women, but in prioritising gender they reduce those differences to variations of gender 
difference.  Thus women are first and foremost women, their womanhood merely modified by class, 
ethnicity, raciality, sexuality, physical difference including disability, and differences of intelligence, 
religion, family type, location, and school-girl subculture.  The logic of this discourse sets up a binary 
between white, middle class women and `others'.  Setting "women marked by particular differences" 
against "women in general" (Luke & Gore, 1992:196) assumes that there exist sexist oppressions 
common to all women, irrespective of their differences, an assumption relentlessly challenged by 
feminists of colour, Third World immigrant and Indigenous women.  Although women from minority 
cultures may experience sexism both within their family and community contexts, as well as in 
mainstream institutions, sexism is not the primary category of oppression regulating their lives.  
Moreover, even if we assume that all girls are oppressed by sexism, we cannot automatically assume that 
the sexism that they experience is "not that dissimilar" (Luke & Gore, 1992:196). 
 
Furthermore, the specificity of the unmarked woman - in Australia, the Anglo-Celtic, heterosexual, 
culturally Christian, able bodied woman - is elided in the distinction between `women in general' and 
`women marked by particular differences'.  In this discourse the unmarked woman is normalised.  The 
construction of this woman - `women in general' and "`normal' girls, usually seen to be middle-class and 
Anglo" (Kenway et al, 1994:199) - is problematised, but in a limited way, often only by the perfunctory 
insertion of single quotation marks.  Characteristic of poststructural feminisms, the single quotation 
marks signal to the reader the problematic construction of the category in question.  However, the 
questioning of the symbolic category usually begins and ends with this signifier.  This poststructural 
linguistic move does not attend to the criticisms of feminist imperialism made by black, Indigenous, 
Third World immigrant and ethnic women.  The signifier of the single quotation marks does not examine 
the social, historical and economic construction of whiteness as a category, and its relation of dominance 
and exploitation to other categories.  To simply suggest that teachers and schools construct Anglo-Celtic 
girls as normal and other girls as deficit - "`girls with special needs', `girls at risk' and `girls from non-
English speaking backgrounds'" (Kenway et al, 1993:71) - does not examine the social and historical 
construction of racialised relations between white women and other women in Australia.  To then argue 
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that these constructions of femininity are different positions within a gender regime elides the racism 
implicit in poststructural feminist discourse.  It is these discourses of racism which position some girls in 
the centre and keep others in the place of the margin (Ram, 1993).  Racist theories of gender fail to 
problematise the culture of the centre and the notion of the `normal, middle class and Anglo' girl.  They 
sanitise racist practices and racialised relationships through a language which constructs `ethnic' and 
`coloured' students as  "students experiencing cultural conflict" (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1995:1).  However, 
experiences of conflict for students from minority cultural groups are produced by racist, imperialist 
discourses, not just by sexism.  Cultural conflict is produced in part through dominant discourses that 
construct other cultures as inferior and `too traditional' (Ram, 1993; Vasta, 1993). 
 
Moreover, in this context, race and ethnicity are not, as Kenway et al (1994:191) argue, "sorts of axes" 
which pattern differences of gender oppression.  It was not gendered oppression that was responsible for 
the mass killing of Indigenous Australian women and men.  It was not gendered oppression that removed 
the children of Indigenous women into the `care' of white women.  Similarly, the racism that produces 
adverse conditions for Third World immigrant women in the unregulated Australian textile industry 
cannot be elided as just another form of sexism or gendered oppression.  These are racialised 
constructions. 
 
Normalised, universalised whiteness is a powerful structure (Luke, 1995).  "Of course, the most 
powerful agents of white/Western hegemony are white middle-class males, but white middle-class 
females too are the bearers of whiteness which, because of its taken for grantedness, is `a privilege 
enjoyed but not acknowledged, a reality lived in but unknown'" (Ang, 1995:61).  This racialised 
structure must be deconstructed if the inclusive emancipatory goals of poststructural feminists are to be 
achieved. 
 
If whiteness is not made problematic, except by the scattering of single quotation marks, then the 
insertion of multiple dimensions of difference into the texts of poststructural feminisms converts these 
differences into no more than versions of white middle-class gender oppression.   Poststructural feminist 
theories of gender inclusive curriculum are based on a fiction of constructing authentic dialogue and 
communication between all women, despite their differences (see, for example, Kenway et al, 1993, 
1994; Luke, 1992a) and between women and men (see, for example, Gore, 1993).  This interpretation of 
difference is pluralist in that it assumes a multiplicity of speaking positions that are equivalent in their 
oppression; that is, although subjects are recognised as being positioned differently, they are perceived as 
capable of communication because their positions are assumed to be within the one discourse - the 
discourse of gendered oppression.  However, this pluralist definition of difference contradicts the politics 
of difference which has emerged with postcolonial challenges to the assimilationist character of the 
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universal or humanist subject (Ang, 1995; Chow, 1993). 
 
Within the postcolonial politics of difference, subjects are not subsumed under a single universal 
category (Yeatman, 1993, 1995).  Postcolonial politics is a politics of incommensurability.  
`Incommensurability' denotes the existence of incompatible discourses, each of which entails speaking 
and listening positions.  In feminist poststructural pedagogical contexts, therefore, it is inevitable that 
some subjects will be speaking from within one discourse, while others are listening from within an 
incompatible discourse.  For example, girls may be speaking about experiences of racism but the 
poststructural feminists who are listening may only hear variations of sexist and gendered oppressions. 
 
In summary, white feminisms, particularly those of the poststructural variety which attempt to 
incorporate difference through appropriation, have been repeatedly criticised by other feminists.   The 
gist of this criticism is that historically, white women have shared white male privilege through their 
relationships as daughters, wives and mothers to white men.  It has been the economic advantages so 
gained that have enabled so many white women to enter powerful positions in public spaces. 
 
Discussion 
In this paper I have analysed the strategies used by poststructural feminists to incorporate difference and 
disadvantage into gender reform initiatives in the 1990s.  I have problematised the ways in which this 
pursuit of social justice has led poststructural feminists to assume that, despite differences (i.e., ethnicity, 
race, social class, intelligence, family type, location, school-girl culture), there is a commonality of 
gendered or sexist oppression regulating the experiences of girls in Australian schools.  
 
I have argued that institutional and systematic racism, which has produced high levels of unemployment, 
poverty, and isolation for Third World immigrant, ethnic, and Indigenous women, is interpreted within 
poststructural feminisms as a different version of the story of sexism.  Racism thus becomes a variant of 
gendered oppression within a narrative that so positions white women that they are not required to 
confront the history of racialised relationships within which they themselves are implicated, and which 
they continue to produce, albeit in subtle and covert ways (see, for example, Gilbert & Gilbert, 1995; 
Davies, 1989, 1993; Luke & Gore, 1992; Kenway et al, 1993, 1994; Middleton, 1993; Yates, 1994).  
Authentic dialogue, or genuine communication, the practices promoted by the emancipatory project of 
poststructural feminisms, is a fantasy, a mere fiction in which the only voice heard is that of the middle 
class Anglo-Celtic woman subsuming the differences of oppression in the name of the liberation of all 
women (McLeod, 1993). 
 
While applauding feminist initiatives of gender reform, I want to caution against the dangers of 
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poststructural theory as it is currently being deployed by feminists in education.  Attention to difference 
and disadvantage by poststructural feminists is welcomed, but the unproblematised liberal pluralist 
strategies of incorporation or inclusion continue to work effectively to erase, rather than confront, 
difference. 
  
i..  I want to acknowledge the extent of my gratitude to Karen Dooley, Leanora Spry and Diana Beere, who have helped me enormously in this project. 
ii..  Over the past two decades, feminist interventions in education have been successful to the extent that the number of females enrolling in university has 
exceeded that of males (Maslen, 1995:1).  However, while feminist interventions have been successful, in some sites, in increasing the opportunities for girls, 
inequities remain in many contexts.  For example, "in 1987 still only 6.74% of academics were full time tenured women and 53.7% of women academics in 
Australian universities were in the sub-lecturing ranks" (Gaha, 1992:23).  In addition, the gains made by the women's movement have often only benefited a 
small minority of women - those from white, middle class backgrounds. 
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